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Abstract 
Due to the decreasing number of students in universities and to modifications that have appeared in the behaviour of the 
new generation of students, our purpose is to investigate the students` behaviour in terms of choice of their 
specialization/major during their Bachelor studies. Our aim is to get insights regarding the factors that influence the 
students` choice of specialization and what are the criteria for the selection of a certain type of specialization. We have 
carried out a focus group for each of the specializations from the 2nd year students, from the Faculty of Economics and 
Business Administration of Alexandru Ioan Cuza University. The main themes for the qualitative research were: 
information-gathering activities, consideration educational programs sets (specializations taking into consideration, 
perceptions upon other specializations), important criteria for selecting the right specialization, reasons for choosing a 
specific specialization and timing. 
 
© 2013 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of Emerging 
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1. Introduction 
In the last years, in a changing environment, working with a different new generation of students, we have 
learned the importance of considering the students our customers, finding their learning motivation and their 
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needs. In the past years, the marketing departments within many business schools have been experiencing a 
turn down in the market share of the business majors. Another issue worth mentioning is the changes on the 
quality of students that are attracted to a bachelor’s degree in marketing. These are two major issues that the 
marketing department from the Faculty of Economics and Business Administration (FEBA) at Alexandru Ioan 
Cuza in Iasi is also facing. Many talented students select other programs early in their bachelors, before they 
attend their first introductory marketing course. No research has been made in Faculty of Economics and 
Business Administration in order to identify the reasons why students choose a certain educational program. 
From this point of view, any institution needs to understand the students’ desires and expectations. We work 
with marketing concepts and we teach about how to select the right customers, how to understand our 
customers’ needs, how to attract clients and maintain good customer relationships. We can use these skills in 
our work with students, investigating the student decision-making process of selecting a Business 
Specialization: students’ information-gathering activities, consideration educational programs sets, alternative 
evaluations (important criteria for selecting the right specialization), timing and reasons for choosing a specific 
specialization. The purpose of this research is to investigate the students’ decision-making process of selecting 
their specialization during their Bachelor studies. 
2. Students’ choice of educational programs 
The performance of institutions can be improved through marketization (Brown, 2009; Lowrie and 
Hemsley-Brown, 2011). One of the sectors that is increasingly characterized by marketization is the higher 
education sector. Thus, socio-economic theories are also being implemented, or should be implemented, in the 
higher education sector (Brown, 2009; Newman and Jahdi, 2009).  Naidoo and Jameson (2005) consider that 
“Higher education services that are below standard will be rejected, thus forcing higher education providers to 
improve or lose out on ‘customers’ and revenue”. The main focus of the marketization concept is the student 
choice behaviour. Regarding the student choice behaviour, there is a growing research interest on how the 
students, as consumers, make their choices in higher education (Naidoo at al., 2011). Extensive research has 
been conducted on students’ decision making regarding their programs and universities (e.g. Moogan and 
Baron, 2003; Vrontis et al., 2007). These kinds of choices are usually made by students before starting their 
careers in education. Other research papers focus on student’s choices made during their studies (Hugstad, 
1997; Newell et al., 1996; Petruzzellis and Romanazzi, 2010). The consumer decision making is considered to 
be a process that comprises several phases (e.g. Moogan and Baron, 2003; Solomon at al., 2002; Vrontis at al. 
2007; Manolica, 2013). The first stage consists of the problem recognition, where the students realize that they 
have to make a choice regarding their education. In the second phase students start to look for information on 
the issues that they consider relevant for their decision making. The gathered information is useful for the third 
part of decision making, in which the alternatives are evaluated based on the information at hand. After 
evaluation, the final choice is made and implemented by applying to the chosen program. Many attributes play 
a role in the student decision making but some of them are more important than others. The variables that 
influence the student choices were divided in two categories by Moogan and Baron (2003). The first category is 
about the universities` and programs` characteristics. The second category groups variables regarding the 
influencers of choice such as the sources of information and the influences of the students’ decision making 
(Moogan and Baron, 2003). Some of the most important attributes that influence the students` decision making 
seem to be: personal interest in the program, the labor market and the location (van Deuren and Santema, 
2012). It seems that the most important characteristic that is taken into account in the decision making is the 
personal interest in the program (Owen and Jensen, 2004). Also, another issue reported by the students as being 
very important in the selection process is the personal interest in the subject taught (e.g. Calkins and Welki, 
2006; Lapan at al., 1996; Maringe, 2006). In the second place, considering importance, seem to be the variables 
related to the labor market: expected earnings, employability, career opportunities (van Deuren and Santema, 
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2012), variables that were found as being important in many consumer behavior researches (Calkins and Welki, 
2006; Malgwi at al., 2005; Maringe, 2006). Another important aspect seems to be the location of the university 
(van Deuren and Santema, 2012).  Other important attributes for the students decision making regarding a 
major or a bachelor are the following: reputation (van Deuren and Santema, 2012;  Maringe, 2006; Moogan et 
al., 2001; Moogan and Baron, 2003), educational characteristics like the study materials, practical assignments 
(Owen and Jensen, 2004), staff`s and lecturers` characteristics ( Babad and Tayeb, 2003; Babad at al., 2008; 
Maringe, 2006; Owen and Jensen, 2004; Rask and Bailey, 2002), intellectual challenging (Babad et al., 2008), 
the schedule, flexibility, attendance (Owen and Jensen, 2004), career opportunities and salaries (Newell at al., 
1996). Newell at al. (1996) concluded that the career variables, and especially the salaries, were more important 
in the choice process that the curriculum, faculty reputation or the course works. Another important 
characteristic that influences the student`s decision making regarding the choice of a certain educational 
program it the perceived quality of a certain program. Petruzzellis and Romanazzi  (2010) research investigates 
what components of a university affects the choice of a student. The study’s findings reveal that it’s enough to 
increase students’ satisfaction in order to improve their retention, but it’s even more effective to prove that the 
services of a university help students achieve their objectives. According to Worthington and Higgs (2004), 
students’ decisions are based on these two main factors: the location of an institution and the reputation of a 
course. Sultan at. al (2013) conducted a study to identify the antecedents and consequences of the perceived 
quality of a higher education service. Information and students’ previous experience with the institution are the 
antecedent to service quality evaluation.  
3. Research Methodology  
We used the focus group, a qualitative exploratory research method. We selected this method to investigate 
students’ opinions and motivations of choosing a program, to understand what elements are important to them 
in selecting the favorite specialization. The sample is composed of 49 students from second year at Faculty of 
Economics and Business Administration, Alexandru Ioan Cuza University of Iasi. We interviewed 7 students 
from each specialization: Marketing, Information Systems, Management, Accounting, Finance, Economy of 
Commerce-Tourism-Services and International Business.  We used the snowball sampling method. Students 
that accepted to be focus group participants were asked to recommend other colleagues from the same 
specialization. The focus group guide was the instrument we used. In the introduction we included a brief 
presentation of the moderator and the discussion topic, the basic rules for a successful debate. The instrument 
consisted of questions investigating the experience (Could you tell us about your experience of choosing the 
specialization), the feelings (How did you feel like when you had to make a choice of specialization?) and 
knowledge (What information did you have about the specialization you wanted to be part of?). We also used 
an idealizing question (Could you describe the ideal specialization?). The hypothetical interaction helped us to 
extract suggestions to attract students to a certain specialization: Imagine you are a teacher at the X 
specialization and you wish to attract students at the your specialization. What would you do?  
The focus groups were conducted a month after participants started the specialization. We conducted one 
focus group with students per each specialization.  Participants were recruited while taking part at different 
courses at their particular specialization. We used a questionnaire to select the proper participants. We checked 
the participants' eligibility and their availability to participate in the study.  The selection questionnaire 
contained two questions: Are you a student at the X specialization? (filter question), Are you willing to take 
part at a conversation about choosing your specialization? We respected the recommended conditions in 
conducting focus groups: participants stayed at a round table, were served water and some snacks, walls were 
not decorated in order to not distract participants, the general atmosphere was comfortable and relaxing. The 
moderator was an experienced, attentive, flexible, involved, objective and full of empathy kind of person. In 
order to fully investigate students' perceptions, the moderator used probing questions. The discussions were 
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videotaped after the participants agreed.  All participants were given a chance to speak. The discussions lasted 
approximately 60 minutes each. 
4. Results 
First, we conducted a data analysis per each focus group. This analysis included transcribed tapes, coding, 
grouping answers in categories. First we identified a series of findings and then we used content analysis and 
key categories of issues were identified. Statements of the participants regarding their opinion about the 
approached subjects were also included. Participants’ “own language and mode of expression is crucial to the 
investigation” (Kassarjian 1977, p. 11).  We identified the following categories: 
(a) Information-gathering sources 
Parents: „my father told me he will help me get a job after I finish this specialization”, my father has a 
company and he will hire me”; Students from the same year: „I would have chosen another specialization but a 
lot of my colleagues decided to study another program”, „it is easier when you have familiar people at your 
specialization, it is important to have people who know you and who can help you”;  Students already studying 
this specialization: “I have asked a friend/colleague from this specialization; Friends: “I have asked my 
friends”; High school teachers: “A teacher from high school told me that I am fit for this area, “in high school I 
was impressed by the way my teacher explained us about this area”; Faculty teachers: “I liked the way my 
teacher explained the concepts to us”, “in high school I attended a presentation made by some faculty teachers 
from this specialization”;  High school colleagues: “Me and my colleagues from high school decided to choose 
this specialization”; The general presentation of each program (an organized activity by the faculty) is 
generally a source of information but not always a credible one: “I expected a more spectacular presentation for 
marketing program”, “the opinions of students were useful”. “This presentation is different from the real 
situation”; Faculty’s web page, student’s web portal: “I have looked for information about courses and future 
jobs on the web portal”,  Information about experts in the economic field: “A friend of my family works as an 
accountant and he told me about this field.” 
(b)Consideration educational programs sets. Every student took into consideration 2-3 other specializations 
besides the preferred one. 
(c)Perceptions about specializations. Information Systems Program “has a great demand from students”, 
“you have to study a lot“; Marketing Program:  “you learn to work on projects, to organize events”, “there are 
a lot of projects”, “you must be creative”, “you learn how to discover needs”, “focus on promotions”, “it is very 
difficult to find a job in this field”, “you can work in teams”, “anyone can graduate marketing with a little 
effort”, “requires creativity”, “you conduct marketing research”; Management Program:  “you learn how to 
start a business, how to manage a company“, “management is connected with marketing”;  Accounting 
Program: is about “too many details, too difficult, too many numbers and counts”;  Finance Program is about a 
lot to study; it is difficult to promote at the work place, “you learn by heart for exams;  ECTS (Economy of 
Commerce-Tourism-Services) Program “it is not difficult to study at this program”, “teachers are 
communicative”, “tourism does not have great perspectives”; International Business Program -“I have heard it 
is the easiest specialization to study”; Statistics Program:  “Too many numbers and counts”. 
(d)Important criteria for selecting the right specialization  
The program is familiar: “I have studied a course in high school and I loved this program”; The feeling of 
content, enjoyment: “it is important to do something you like, it is important to work with the feeling of 
content”;  Skills: “You learn to work in teams”, “I want to have my own business”; Easily finding a job: “You 
can easily find a job after graduation. We must think now about what courses we will attend at this program; it 
is hard to find a job nowadays”; Finding a safe job: “it is important to have a safe job”; The diversity of jobs: 
“You can work in many types of jobs after graduation”, “I have o lot of job opportunities”; Well paid jobs: “I 
can make a lot of money after graduation”, “there are big salaries in this field”; The perceived difficulty of the 
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program: “I heard it is easy to study here”; Curiosity: “I was curious”; Learning material: “I have read about 
courses made at this specialization”; Assignments: “I have heard that you have to work a lot with projects”, 
“you have to make projects”;  The opportunity to gain practical experience: “I learn to work in practice”, “you 
have to learn by heart”; Teachers: it is important to have good teachers, who can understand us and 
communicate with us”, “I have heard there are teachers who explain what students don’t understand; Entry 
requirements: “I wanted to attend a program but it was a huge competition to succeed”, “there were a lot of 
students who wanted to attend this program”, “you need a good grade to study there”; Advice of parents: “my 
parents advised me to choose this specialization; I guess this happens to all of us”; Advice of other students in 
the same year; Advice of other students from the second and third year of study. 
(e)Timing.  The process of deciding the right specialization lasted first year of faculty. Some of the students 
had already decided at the beginning of faculty. 
(f)The ideal course is interactive: “We want to communicate with teachers, to ask questions when we don’t 
understand something”; practical: “We don’t want only theoretical information but also to understand how this 
information can be applied”; with communicative teachers: “I like young teachers more, they are keen, they 
don’t read from books, they discuss with us, make jokes and create a pleasant atmosphere. 
(g)Ways to attract students to a specific program. Most students consider that no specialization makes 
efforts in order to promote itself. Every specialization must promote its services. They want to get more 
information about each specialization in the first year of study. Another idea was that first year of study 
students should be allowed to attend one course from each specialization. Regarding marketing, they consider it 
a good idea to organize a marketing club, where students can work on a project in the first year of study. Also, 
they want to study marketing in their first year. A more spectacular specialization presentation would be 
desirable.  
Based on the results of the qualitative research and the literature review, we built a questionnaire which will 
be tested and applied in a survey, in the second stage of this research. In order to identify the importance of 
attributes used in choosing the specialization, we used a 7-points scale of importance (from 1-“not important at 
all” to 7-“very important”). In order to identify the sources of information used in choosing the specialization, 
we used a 7-points scale of importance (from 1-“not important at all” to 7-“very important”). We obtained 
information about students' perceptions about every program from the faculty. In the quantitative survey we 
will focus only on the marketing program because this is the program we are interested in. In order to measure 
the students' perceptions about marketing specialization we used a 7-points Likert scale. The questionnaire 
scales are presented in Appendix A. 
5. Conclusions 
    The results of our research revealed that students use different criteria in selecting and choosing a program.  
We will resume these criteria results and other studies that confirmed them: educational elements – learning 
material, courses attended, assignments (Owen and Jensen, 2004; Deuren and Santema, 2012), perceived 
difficulty (Babad, 2001), teachers’ characteristics (Babad, 2001; Maringe, 2006), entry requirements (Briggs, 
2006), opportunity to gain practical experience, advise of majors, easily finding a job, well paid job after 
graduation, the skills achieved (Deuren and Santema, 2012).  Also, we identified other attributes considered to 
be important by students in Iasi: the familiarity with the specialization, the chances to obtain a safe job after 
graduation, the diversity of jobs, the pleasure to study a specific program, the curiosity, or parents’ advice. We 
added some attributes proposed by the research of Deuren and Santema (2012, p. 9): personal interest in 
subject, expectation to learn something new, fit with personal capabilities, reputation, career opportunities. As 
sources of information, we identified some sources confirmed by other studies: faculty website (Briggs, 2006), 
parents (Brooks, 2002), friends (Owen, Jensen, 2004), teachers (Malgwi et al., 2005), other students, 
information session (the general presentation of each program), information about experts in the economic field 
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(Deuren, Santema, 2012). Most students decide the specialization they want to attend at the end of the first 
year. The ideal course is interactive, practical, with communicative teachers. Regarding perceptions about 
marketing, we obtained some items common with the one from the research of LaBarbera and Simonoff 
(1999): “There are many career opportunities in the marketing field for new graduates”, “There are many well 
paid jobs in the marketing field for new graduates”, “It is more demanding than others (a lot of assignments)”, 
“Is more difficult than others”. We added an additional item that did not occur in our research: “A career in 
marketing is well-respected” (LaBarbera and Simonoff, 1999).  Managerial implications. The results of this 
study offer important data for teachers and decisional staff of the faculty, data that can be used in order to 
understand decisional aspects of the process of choosing a specialization. Improvements can be done with 
quality of information offered to students, sources of information that can be used to reach the target market of 
students from the first year of study, promotion of each specialization using attributes that are important for 
students. Future research. The present research is only the first phase of a larger study. As a future research, 
we will conduct a survey on a sample of students from all the majors/specializations of the Faculty of 
Economics and Business Administration in order to measure the level of importance of each attribute in 
choosing a certain specialization, to identify important factors influencing the educational choice, to measure 
the level of importance of each information source in choosing a certain specialization. Based on the results of 
our research we will propose different strategies of attracting well prepared and matching students to the 
Marketing major. Research limitations. The present research is a qualitative study that presents the limitations 
of this type of research: the small sample is not representative, the data were analysed under the subjectivity of 
the authors and  the results must be validated in a future quantitative research.  
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Appendix A. Questionnaire scales  
Table 1. Scales for quantitative questionnaire  
How important was each criterion for you when choosing your specialization (from 1-“not important at all” to 7-“very important”):   
The skills you will achieve 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
The diversity of jobs in this area 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
The chances to obtain a well paid job after graduation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
The chances to easily find a job after graduation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Learning material (courses at this specialization) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
The perceived difficulty of the program 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Assignments  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Well prepared teachers 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Communicative teachers 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Entry requirements 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Opportunity to gain practical experience 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Advice of other students in the same year 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Advice of other students from the second and third year of study 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
The familiarity with the specialization (you have studied a course before attending this program)  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
The pleasure to study this program  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
The curiosity  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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The chances to obtain a safe job after graduation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Advice from parents 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Reputation of the specialization 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Personal interest in subject 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Expectation to learn something new 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Fit with personal capabilities 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Career opportunities 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
How important was each source of information for you when choosing your specialization (from 1-“not important at all” to 7-“very 
important”): 
Parents 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Students from the same year 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Students already studying this specialization 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Friends 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
High school teachers 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Faculty teachers 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
High school colleagues 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
The general presentation of each program  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Faculty’s web page 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Student’s web portal 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Information about experts in the economic field 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
What is your opinion about the marketing specialization (1- strongly disagree, 7-strongly agree) 
Offers great opportunities to gain practical experience 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Requires to be creative 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Requires to be analytic  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Any student can graduate a marketing program   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Any student can be admitted at a marketing program   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
It is easy to find a job in marketing 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
There is a diversity of jobs in this area 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
There are well prepared teachers 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
There are communicative teachers 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
The specialization has a good reputation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
There are many career opportunities in the marketing field for new graduates   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
There are many well paid jobs in the marketing field for new graduates  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
The specialization is more demanding than others (there are lots of assignments)  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
The specialization is more difficult than others  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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A career in marketing is well-respected  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
During a course, it is important to communicate with teachers 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
During a course, it is important to ask questions when we don’t understand something 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
During a course, it is important to understand how theoretical information can be applied 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
During a course, it is important that teachers create a pleasant atmosphere 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
